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J. A. HOBSON

J. A. Hobson (1858-1940) was the son of a prosperous English newspaper owner.
He inherited his father’s liberalism as well as his considerable fortune. Hobson
graduated from Oxford University and began a career in politics and journalism.
His chief interests were economic and social reform. He became an important
figure in the progressive circles that were making themselves felt in early twentieth-
century politics. He opposed the erosion of civil liberties brought on by World
War I; after the war, he joined the Labor party, where he remained an influential
figure, especially active in the creation of the League of Nations.

TImperialissn was one of Hobson’s most important works and one that has
become a benichmark of the subject. The author had observed the British impertal
system firsthand in South Africa and had fought against it from the beginning.

He was one of the first to link imperialism’s social and economic effects with its
cultural effects and to argue the case that imperialism corrupted both rulers and

ruled. ‘

If Imperialism may no longer be regarded as a
blind inevitable destiny, s it certain that impe-
rial expansion as a deliberately chosen line of
public policy can be stopped?

We have seen that it is motived, not by the
interests of the nation as a whole, but by those
of certain classes, who impose the policy upon
the nation for their own advantage. The amal-
gam of economic and political forces which
exercises this pressure has been submitted to
close analysis. But will the detection of this
confederacy of vicious forces destroy or any
wise abate their operative power? For this
power is a natural outcome of an unsound the-
ory in our foreign policy. Put into plain lan-
gnage, the theory is this, that any British sub-

ject choosing, for his own private pleasure or
profit, to venture his person or his property in
the tertitory of a foreign State can call upon
this nation to protect or avenge him in case
he or his property is injured either by the
Government or by any inhabitant of this for-
eign Stare. Now this is a perilous doctrine. It
places the entire military, political, and financial
resources of this nation at the beck and call of
any missionary society which considers it has a
peculiar duty to attack the religious sentiments
or observances of some savage people, or of
some reckless explorer who choose just those
spots of earth known to be inhabited by hostile
peoples ignorant of British power; the specula-
tive trader or the mining prospector gravitates
naturally towards dangerous.and unexplored
countries, where the gains of a successful
venture will be quick and large. All these men,
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missionaries, travellers, sportsmen, scientises,
traders, in no proper sense the accredited
representatives of this country, but actuated by
private personal motives, are at Liberty to call
upon the British nation to spend millions of
money and thousands of lives to defend them
against risks which the nadon has not sanc-
tioned. It is only right to add that unscrupulous
statesmen have deliberately utilised these insid-
ious methods of encroachment, seizing upon
cevery alleged outrage inflicted on these private
adventurers or marauders as a pretext for a
punitive expedition which results in the British
flag waving over some new tract of territory.
Thus the most reckless and irresponsible indi-
vidual members of our nation are permitted to
direct our foreign policy. Now that we have
some four hundred million British subjects, any
one of whom in theory or in practice may cail
upon the British arms to extricate him from the
results of this private folly, the prospects of
a genuine pax Britanmice are not particularly
bright.

But those sporadic risks, grave though they
have sometimes proved, are insignificant when
compared with the dangers associated with
modern methods of international capitalism
and finance. It is not long since industry was
virtually restricted by political boundaries, the
cconomic intercourse of nations being almost
wholly confined to commercial exchanges of
goods. The recent habit of investing capital in
a foreign country has now grown to such an
extent that the well-to-do and politically pow-
erful classes in Great Britain to-day derive
a large and ever larger proportion of their
incomes from capital invested outside the
British Empire. This growing stake of our
wealthy classes in countries over which they
have no political control is a revolutionary
force in modern politics; it means a constantly
growing tendency to use their political power
as citizens of this State to interfere with the
political condition of those States where they
have an industrial stake.

I

Analysis of Imperialism, with its natural sup-
ports, militarism, oligarchy, burecaucracy, pro-
tection, concentration of capital and vielent
trade fluctuations, has marked it out as the
supreme danger of modem national States.
The power of the imperialist forces within the
nation to use the national resources for their
private gain, by operating the instrument of the
State, can only be overthrown by the establish-
ment of a genuine democracy, the direction
of public policy by the people for the people
through representatives over whom they exer-
cise a real control. Whether this or any other
nation is yet competent for such a democracy
may well be matter of grave doubt, but until
and unless the external policy of a nation is
“broad-based upon a people’s will” there
appears little hope of remedy. The scare of a
great reeent war may for a brief time check the
confidence of these conspirators against the
commonwealth, and cause them to hold their
hands, but the financial forces freshly generat-
ed will demand new outlets, and will utilise the
same political alliances and the same social, reli-
gious, and philanthropic supports in their pres-
sure for new enterprises. The circumstances of
each new imperialist exploit differ from those
of all preceding ones: whatever ingenuity is
requisite for the perversion of the public intel-
ligence, or the inflammation of the public sen-
timent, will be forthcoming.

The chief economic source of Imperialism
has been found in the inequality of industrial
opportunities by which a favoured class accu-
mulates superfluous elements of income which,
in their search for profitable investments press
ever farther afield: the influence on State policy
of these investors and their financial managers
secures a national alliance of other vested
interests which are threatened by movements
of social reform: the adoption of Imperialism
thus serves the double purpose of securing pri-
vate material benefits for favoured classes of
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investors and traders at the public cost, while
sustaining the general cause of conservatism by
diverting public energy and interest from
domestic agitation to external employment.

To term lmperialism a national policy is an:

impudent falsehood: the interests of the nation
are opposed to every act of this expansive poli-
¢y. Every enlargement of Great Britain in the
tropics is a distinct enfeeblement of true British
nationalism. Indeed, Imperialism is commend-
ed in some quarters for this very reason, that by
breaking the narrow bounds of nationalities it
facilitates and forwards internationalism. There
are even those who favour or condone the
forcible suppression of small nationalities by
larger ones under the impulse of Imperialism,
because they imagine that this is the narural
approach to a world federation and eternal
peace. A falser view of political evolution it is
difficult to conceive.

The claim that an imperial State forcibly
subjugating other peoples and their [ands does
so for the purpose of rendering services to the
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conquered equal to those which she exacts
is notoriously false: she neither intends equiva-
lent services nor is capable of rendering them,
and the pretence that such benefits to the
governed form a leading motive or result of
Imperialism implies a degree of moral or intel-
lectual obliquity so grave as itself to form a new
peril for any nation fostering so false a notion
of the nature of its conduct. “Let the motive be
in the deed, not in the event,” says a Persian
proverb.

Imperiaiism is a depraved choice of national
life, imposed by self-seeking interests which
appeal to the lusts of quantitative acquisitive-
ness and of forceful domination surviving in a
nation from early centuries of animal struggle
for existence. Its adoption as a policy implies a
deliberate renunciation of that cultivation of
the higher inner qualities which for a nation as
for an individual constitutes the ascendancy of
reason over brute impulse. It is the besetting
sin of all successful States, and its penalty is
unalterable in the order of nature.

1. What, according to Hobson, is the main thrust of British foreign policy? What is wrong

with that policy?

2. Why is imperialism dangerous?

W

. Who benefits most from imperialism, according to Hobson?

4. Some imperialists claimed that expansion was in the interests of colonial subjects as well
as the mother country. How does Hobson respond to this argument?

5. How might a dedicated imperialist answer Hobson’s criticisms?




